Neck pain is a leading cause of disability in the world. People with this condition often use complementary health care approaches, such as acupuncture or the Alexander Technique. Evidence on the long-term effects of these approaches is lacking.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To learn about the long-term effects and possible harms of acupuncture and Alexander Technique lessons for people with chronic neck pain.
Who was studied?
517 patients who saw their primary care physician for chronic neck pain (symptoms with an average duration of 6 years); the patients came from primary care practices in 4 cities in the United Kingdom. Patients who had a history of cervical spine surgery or a serious neck problem were not invited to participate in the study.
How was the study done?
The patients were randomly assigned to 12 acupuncture sessions (600 minutes total), 20 one-to-one Alexander Technique lessons (600 minutes total), or usual treatment alone (for example, prescribed medications or visits to physicians or physical therapists). Eighteen acupuncturists and 18 Alexander Technique teachers provided the interventions. The researchers used a standardized questionnaire to measure the patients' neck pain and associated disability at 0, 3, 6, and 12 months.
What did the researchers find?
At all time points, the patients who received acupuncture or Alexander Technique lessons had a significantly larger decrease in their neck pain and disability scores than those who received usual care alone. None of the reported serious adverse events was believed to be likely caused by the acupuncture sessions or the Alexander Technique lessons.
What were the limitations of the study?
The acupuncture and Alexander Technique practitioners were members of the 2 major professional organizations in the United Kingdom. Most of the patients were white and, on average, left full-time schooling at age 18 years. Summaries for Patients are presented for informational purposes only. These summaries are not a substitute for advice from your own medical provider. If you have questions about this material, or need medical advice about your own health or situation, please contact your physician. The summaries may be reproduced for not-for-profit educational purposes only. Any other uses must be approved by the American College of Physicians.
